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  Chapter 1
Meet Your Eater


“Whence we are born, we are destined to return.” 
Talis’s grandpa snapped his arm forward. The flat rock sailed from his fingers, skipping off the calm, low-tide waters of the Romantic Ocean. A halo of ripples bounded along the surface where stone met water. Continuing its merry dance, the rock vanished into the morning mist of early spring.
Talis squinted at the gray blanket of earthbound clouds. How did they come down from the sky and float back up by breakfast? He’d have to ask his grandpa. Grandpa knew everything. Adjusting a stone in his small hands, Talis leaned back and heaved. The stone arced from his hands, only to plunge into the water with a loud splash and not a single skip.
His frown broke into a wide smile when his grandpa scooped him up and spun him around. “Maybe,” he grunted, “you’ll skip just like the rock if I toss ya.”
“Grandpa!” Talis protested between peals of laughter. “Stop!”
“Can’t hear ya over all that gigglin’.” With a loud huff, his grandpa released Talis for a heart-stopping second before catching him again. By the time his feet hit the ground, Talis collapsed into a mess of tear-filled laughter. 
His grandpa bent over him, resting his hands on his knees. “Careful now. Laugh much harder, you’ll pop.”
The idea of swelling up like a soap bubble only made him laugh more. 
With a grin in his white beard, the old man plopped on the damp earth next to him, letting the laughing fit subside before saying, “All in the angle, Talis. Angle and intent. Just like with the sails.” He nodded to the family sloop alongside the dock.
Talis lurched upright, the occasional stray giggle still escaping. The white hull of the small boat shifted in and out of the fog. His earlier question resurfaced. “Grandpa, how do the clouds know when to go back to the sky?”
His grandpa rubbed under his large red nose and pursed his lips. “I suppose they know the same way you know to wake up when the sun rises.”
Talis scrunched his eyebrows together. “But I don’t know why I do that; I just do.”
“I’d wager the clouds feel just the same. Not knowing, only doing. The ocean gives birth to clouds, you see. They know they must come back to greet their mother.”
“Do they miss her?”
“Aye. I’d imagine they do. Why else would they come down so often?”
Talis plucked ‌another rock from the shoreline and ran his thumb along its smooth surface. “Mom says they carry away people who’ve died. Carry them to Gatune’s home in the sky.”
His second attempt at skipping ended as miserably as the first, and with an even smaller splash.
“Aye,” his grandpa said. “They do that, too. Gather up souls collected by the waters and ferry them away.”
Talis faced his grandpa and tugged on the sleeve of the old man’s well-worn flannel overcoat. “Do you ever see them? Souls? When you and Pa make your deliveries?”
“Souls?” His grandpa’s eyes flicked to the sloop, resting on it for a while before saying, “Souls, no. But spend enough time on the sea and you’ll be sure to see something strange.”
“Like what?”
Amusement flashed in elderly eyes. “Monsters!” With a roar, he launched himself at Talis, tickling him into another fit of laughter. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see through the sting of salty tears in his eyes. The call of his mother’s voice from up the hill spared him death by tickling.
“All right, ya snaggle-toothed snapper,” his grandpa growled. “Time for yer breakfast.” The world spun as the old man slung him over his shoulder and started up the winding gravel path home.
Talis bounced with each of his grandpa’s steps, the faint outline of the family boat fading into the flat, white clouds. He wondered when it would be his turn to sail out into the Romantic Ocean. Traversing the waters on a grand adventure, delivering letters to the islands he’d only heard about in stories, and maybe even meeting a monster or two.

      [image: ]Talis staggered to his feet, boots crunching over the shards of wood splayed across his deck, and stared at the splintered remains of his mainmast. The upper half—along with the sail, his postman’s flag, and the rigging—bobbed far off in the cerulean waters of the Romantic Ocean. A flash of white sail and brown wood floated in and out of view with each lazy, rolling wave. In just a day, the wreckage had drifted far enough to nearly vanish over the horizon. His food, water, compass, and oars—all stolen and scattered by the tempest that’d hammered him with all its fury.
 Had he the energy to curse or scream, Talis might’ve woven a tapestry of blasphemous utterances foul enough for the gods to put him out of his misery. He must’ve wronged them somehow, for a quick death seemed as remote a possibility as being rescued. Instead, he’d been left to bake and starve; the irony of dehydrating surrounded by water carving deeper furrows into his sun-beaten face. 
 Anger quickly fading into resignation, Talis sat and stretched his legs on the deck, pushing aside chunks of broken wood. He dropped his head back onto his most important cargo: a sealskin bag packed full of love letters. Letters he’d never read, nor received. Wrapped in the waterproof bag, at least their messages and proclamations were safe. Overhead, large summer clouds drifted across the blue sky, pushed by currents all their own. He smacked his dry lips and threw his shirt over his face, hiding from the relentless sun. The steady slap of the waves against the battered hull and his breathing were the only sounds filling the large, empty sea around him. 
Alone I lived, and alone I shall die, Talis nestled deeper into the love letters. With no one but myself to blame.
A series of discordant sounds floated above the ambient sounds of the ocean, growing louder by the second.
 He blinked under his shirt. Those noises had no business being out at sea. While no melody revealed itself to him, his many nights wasted in taverns all around the Macabray Archipelago told him it was music. Music meant people. People meant rescue. Talis lurched upright, tore his shirt from his face, and whipped his head around, scanning the uniform horizon.
 No ship. No people. No rescue.
 The music rose in volume. 
 He rubbed his eyes and stared at the vacant ocean. Where was that music coming from?
 The sloop rocked as something splashed over the side. He caught a flash of skin, the flick of hair. A woman, naked from the waist up, rested her elbows on the edge of the boat and pursed her lips. Talis figured the lack of food and water had finally gotten to him. That, or the sun had baked his brain. 
She stared at him with large aquamarine eyes, irises cracked like opal. Her seaweed-green hair clung to the sides of her face. Freckles spotted her pale collarbone, the upper edges of her breasts, and trailed along her slender arms. When she spoke, gills along both sides of her neck flared in flashes of blood-red. “Well, that’s disappointing. Am I really that bad of a singer?”
“Pardon?”
“You didn’t throw yourself overboard.” She snorted. “People usually drown themselves at the sound of my song.”
“Drown?”
Her green eyebrows furrowed. “Are you slow? Yes, drown.”
Talis tapped his ear. “Not slow. Tone-deaf. Was that racket supposed to be a song?”
The mermaid arched a green eyebrow. "That explains a fair bit," she muttered, more to herself than to him. She shook her head, then flicked water from her fingertips at him. “Yes. It was a song. A beautiful one, too.”
Talis frowned and pinched the sides of his stomach. “Are you real?”
With a heavy sigh, she rested her chin in her hand. “Terribly real. Not to mention terribly hungry.”
“Afraid I can’t help you there. Fresh out of food.”
She grinned at him, her teeth large and sharp. “Actually, you could help.”
His gaze snapped to where his father’s knife lay among splintered wood and frayed rope. Blocking her line of sight with his body, he wrapped his hand around the handle, and tucked it behind his back. “Not in a hurry to be dinner, thank you.”
With a loud huff, she stuck out her lips in a pout. “Why not?”
“Would you want to be eaten?”
She tilted her head, strands of her green hair falling from her bare shoulders and chest. “No, I suppose you might have a point.”
Talis leaned back against the package of love letters, drawing his legs closer to his body. “Indeed. What are you anyway?”
A large, scaled tail emerged from the ocean with a splash. “Hungry.”
“You and I both.”
Her brow furrowed deeper, and she raised her muscular torso up to her hipbones from the water, the sloop rocking under her added weight. “You’re not scared? I’ve seen humans beg for mercy, weep with fear, shout waterlogged prayers to their gods above. But you...”
“Don’t have the energy,” Talis finished. 
“Not an ounce of fight left in you.”
The handle of the knife rested firm in his grip. “I wouldn’t say that. Someone might come to rescue me.”
The mermaid shook her head, droplets of water splaying across the deck. “No one is coming.”
“There’s a chance,” Talis said, trying to mask his doubts.
Another damp shake of her head.
“What’s your name?” 
She laughed. “Why? Want to know the name of your eater?”
Talis’s stomach churned at her frankness. “Might make it easier.”
“Erowyn.” She followed her name with a grin of pointed teeth.
“Pleasure to meet you, Erowyn. I’m Talis.”
Her large eyes widened before she slapped the surface of the water with her tail, projecting a spray of seawater skyward. “I’m not interested in the name of my food.”
“Charming.” Talis frowned. “Why don’t you just drag me over?”
The gills on Erowyn’s neck pulsed. “You’re alive enough, and my song has no effect.” The sloop shifted as she lowered herself back into the water, leaving only her
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